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Southern Nevada typically gets only around four inches of rain per year. Even so, spectacular desert
wildflower displays can occur with above average rainfall in the fall and winter. It is not necessary to get
far off the beaten path to see wildflowers.  Unlikely as it seems, roadside wildflower displays are often the
showiest because they benefit from the runoff of rain from the pavement. 

Wildflower displays in southern Nevada that can be enjoyed by motorists vary with the time of year and
location.  The earliest flowering areas (mid-March to mid-April) can be found close to the Colorado River.
Good displays can be seen along the state highways that branch east from Highway 95 between Boulder
City, Nevada and Needles, California.  State Routes 163 (to Laughlin); 164 (to Cottonwood Cove); and
165 (to Nelson) offer stunning arrays of both Mojave Desert and Sonoran Desert native flowers.  Look
for desert marigolds, purple phacelia, California poppies, desert chicory, and  desert dandelions.  A little
later in the season (mid-April to May) these same areas will be ablaze with cactus blossoms.  Likewise,
North Shore Road (Highway 167) which loops around Lake Mead to Valley of Fire State Park is bursting
with color as early as mid-March.  Displays of the rare Las Vegas bearpoppy are common along portions
of this road near Roger Spring.  The yellow-flowered Las Vegas bearpoppy (Arctomecon californica)
grows only on gypsum soil and is a State protected plant. Collection of this plant is not allowed and great
care should be exercised to avoid disturbing its habitat. Another rare cohort of the bearpoppy is the giant
sunray, distinguishable by its five-inch orange flower heads and silvery basal leaves. 

From April into May the wildflower displays work northward, with stands of the rare bicolor penstemon
(Penstemon bicolor) common in gravelly areas along Highway 93 near the Arrow Mountains. Red Rock
Canyon National Conservation Area on Highways 159 and 160 also have stunning displays during this time.
Of course as the season progresses, the upper elevation sites begin to contribute to wildflower color as the
lower sites fade with the heat.  The Spring Mountains, accessed by Highways 156 (Kyle Canyon) and 157
(Lee Canyon) are local standards for an escape from the heat as well as a great area to see native flowers.
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Nye County: I was surprised to see the rare annual, Pahrump Valley buckwheat, appearing at all since
southern Nevada had one of the driest falls on record. Still the tiny hairy basal leaves of this species are
beginning to dot the ground in the heavy clay soils around the town of Pahrump.

Clark County: The Las Vegas bearpoppy is in full flower at this time with showy displays of bright yellow
flowers in the Sunrise Management Area east of Las Vegas and along North Shore Road near Echo Bay.
The shrubs and grasses have clearly benefitted from the late winter rains in February.


